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THE PERFORMANCE OF SELF ON TELEVISION: 






1. HOW SHOULD ORDINARY PEOPLE BEHAVE ON TV? 

Early examples show that the techniques required to perform oneself adequately on TV were by no means obvious. Established stage performers could readily adapt their existing techniques to the small screen. However, the ordinary members of the public who found their way onto the screen, were faced with a particular dilemma. This is clearly demonstrated by early public participation quiz and game shows. Such shows required participants to ‘be themselves’, but simultaneously within two or three different registers. They were asked to ‘be themselves’ in the informal exchanges with the game show hosts; to ‘be themselves’ for the live studio audience; and to ‘be themselves’ for an audience watching at home. Even seasoned professionals sometimes found it difficult to reconcile the styles appropriate for the intimate domestic space and the studio (or more usually, theatre) space containing an audience of several hundred people. So it is hardly surprising that ordinary people thrust into this arena frequently failed to find the appropriate form of self-performance, deprived as they were of the normal forms of public self-performance that would go with their professional and everyday lives. 

Erving Goffman claims in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (1959) that: 
“ what does seem to be required of the individual is that he learn enough pieces of expression to be able to ‘fill in’ and manage, more or less, any part that he is likely to be given. The legitimate performances of everyday life are not ‘acted’ or ‘put on’ in the sense that the performer knows in advance just what he is going to do, and does this solely because of the effect it is likely to have. The expressions it is felt he is giving off will be especially ‘inaccessible’ to him.  But as is the case of less legitimate performers, the incapacity of the ordinary individual to formulate in advance the movements of his eyes and body does not mean that he will not express himself through these devices in a way that is dramatised and pre-formed in his repertoire of actions. In short, we all act better than we know how”​[1]​. 

Goffman’s thesis here is that all socialised actors are equipped to perform themselves adequately in a wide range of unfamiliar circumstances, even though they cannot anticipate what they might do. However, television seems to have destabilised this certainty for a moment, by introducing what Turnock has called “a new visibility”​[2]​. It may be that the experience of the early years of television was as influential as his sojourn in a Scottish hotel in leading Goffman to formulate his ideas on self-presentation. The performance of the self for television has proved to be difficult to perfect, especially for ‘ordinary people’. A repertoire of styles took some years to establish themselves, and the routine performance of a sincere version of the self has emerged only in the last fifteen years​[3]​. 

In 1955, when commercial TV opened in the UK, very few people had a substantial career as TV performers, especially in the field of what was know in the USA as ‘people shows’, programmes involving members of the public. By the same token, members of the public who ventured onto the screens had very few models to guide them in their basic behaviour, let alone in the more subtle arts of how to ‘be themselves’. So a gameshow involving ordinary members of the pubic was a big risk for the new commercial channel ITV in its opening week. Double Your Money was destined to be a huge success and a signature format for the new channel. But its first edition is characterised by an extreme nervousness. It is very different from the later polished versions. Within it, we can clearly see a moment of change. The show is essentially a series of encounters between styles of self-performances developed within different frames: everyday social encounters, structured encounters of work, commercial entertainment, popular entertainment, live and recorded entertainment. There are often collisions of style and real struggle to assert something that was still imaginary and now we take for granted: the gameshow. This is the coming-into-being of a taken-for-granted form.

2. “DOUBLE YOUR MONEY WITHOUT ANY HITCH”​[4]​

The first edition of Double Your Money was transmitted at 8pm on Monday 26 September 1955 on the new ITV channel, which had opened two days previously​[5]​. It will have been broadcast from a theatre in central London and was made with a large studio audience. This gameshow, hosted by Hughie Green, became a mainstay of ITV’s schedule until 1968. The format would have been familiar to many in Southern England as it had been broadcast on the commercial station Radio Luxembourg for several years. However, considerable pains were taken to explain it, in an initial film insert which includes a montage of schoolchildren which includes possibly the first black person on ITV. The show is a variant on the American format The $64,000 Question which was the subject of a well-known scandal, dramatised in the 1994 film Quiz Show directed by Robert Redford. Contestants appear one at a time, and after a short establishing conversation, they choose a category of questions. A correct answer wins a sum of money double that of the previous answer until they get one wrong. The highest scoring contestant goes to a final, far more difficult round with larger prizes and can return the following week for even more if they are successful.  

When the show gets going, Hughie Green is clearly anxious to secure a properly televisual performance from his guests. He is right to be worried: this being Britain, even the question “what is you name?” is a minefield. The first contestant replies “Mr Harding”. Green responds, as he always does, by repeating what the contestant has just said, but this time as a question “Mr Harding?”. “Alan Harding” is the sheepish response. “May I call you Alan?” “You may”. This exchange, a mundane one in its time, establishes Harding’s place in the social geography, and the limits he wants to put on the intimacy of the exchange that is being initiated. Alan Harding claims the title ‘Mister’ which goes with his status in life. He is a clerk, with decent suit, tie and glasses, and sports a neat moustache. ‘Mr Harding’ is his workplace persona, and his first name belongs to a private and domestic sphere. This was still an age when professional work colleagues would refer to each other and address each other by their surnames only. The use of the given name would have inferred an unusual degree of personal intimacy and friendship. Those from beyond the immediate office context would have addressed him as either ‘Mr Harding’ (denoting a lower or equal social status) or ‘Harding’ (implying that they were his social superiors).  Harding perceives himself to be in a public space: what could be more public than a theatre stage in front of a live audience? But the real audience is elsewhere, in their homes, and to enter someone’s home on a social basis without volunteering a given name was also a social gaffe (implying an over-haughty or snobbish approach). So in this very act of self-naming, the whole nature of the new medium is being negotiated.

Harding may be skilled as a clerical worker, but he does not know how to behave on stage. Hughie Green has to manoeuvre him into the correct stance for interaction before an audience. “I want you to turn around so you can see all our nice friends in the audience and our nice friends at home” he says as he puts an arm round his shoulder and a hand on his chest to guide him to face three-quarters forward rather than face-to-face with Green. Harding is anticipating a face-to-face conversation with Green. He expects to look him in the eye in the way that is usual for a conversational partner. However, this will not work on television: two people looking directly at each other produces the impression that the viewing audience are excluded. Within the shared physical space of a theatre, it is quite possible for two actors (or even a competition contestant) to adopt a face-to-face style without a particular problem. But the remoteness of television viewing requires the insertion of the viewer into the exchange of looks, so a three-quarters forward style is mandatory. Green reminds Harding of the double nature of his audience of ‘nice friends’ (both ‘at home’ and ‘in the [theatre] audience’).  

This is the only point at which Green verbalises the need for contestants to behave in a particular way. However, he often has to manoeuvre his contestants into place in this episode, using a number of physical interactions. His style is astonishingly tactile for the period, and he seems to use touch as his main means of reassurance for the contestants as well as a means of getting them into the right stance. He usually has his arm round the shoulder of male contestants and the waist of the females. Only with a newly-wed couple does he hold back with his arms clasped behind his back (the husband imitates this stance), but gently puts his reassuring arm around the wife’s waist when the husband is having difficulty with a question.

Green’s chats before the formal contest questions follow no conversational logic. He asks a series of questions, repeats the answer, and then makes a trademark bad joke. One exchange goes badly wrong when he prompts Alan Harding to say that he is a clerk at the Arsenal football club. Green seems unaware of Arsenal’s enduring reputation as the club everyone loves to hate so asks “Any Arsenal supporters here tonight?” to which the studio audience replies with some polite applause and plenty of boos. Harding ruefully flaps his hands, acknowledging that he knows his club’s unpopularity, but trying to move things on. Green’s emollient “well some of them are for you anyway aren’t they?” bridges to a question about the club’s prospects, ending with a characteristic Green gag “Well I’m available and I’m only 25”, accompanied by some outrageous mugging. 

This particular gag works adequately, but Green’s nervousness is often evident in the way that he miscalculates many of his gags. When he finds that contestant Polly Matthews (“Mrs or Miss?”) is a physiotherapist he jokes “that’s interesting… we had one at home but we got rid of it [light laugh from audience]… yeah, the wheels dropped off”. There is little or no laughter from the audience at this point. More remarkably, even though has his arm round Matthews’s waist  at the time, she still manages to pull away from him, clearly nonplussed. Green’s populist recovery tactic is to appeal for audience applause for the great work that Matthews and people like her do in hospitals. 

The show is frequently punctuated by such moments of dissonance. It may be that too much is being asked of Green as host. His tasks include: 
	reassuring his contestants; 
	making sure that they adopt the right stage position; 
	ensuring that they ‘act naturally’ under these unnatural circumstance; 
	extracting enough personal information without going into any depth; 
	enlivening such mundane exchanges with humour; 
	running a quiz game; 
	ensuring that the nature and rules of the game a abundantly clear to everyone;
	 and keeping the show to its running time. 
The lack of even basic stage-craft among many of his contestants is clearly a major concern for him and may have been unexpected. It makes each encounter highly unpredictable, especially as Green is aggressively asserting his control of the event through the mobilisation of a particular style of humour and performance. 

Green’s formula places him at the centre of attention by giving him all the punch-lines. Contestants are expected to act as his straight-men, feeding him material on which he can improvise some kind of witty remark. This clearly disconcerts some contestants who are simply trying to ‘be themselves’ as far as possible. This is tricky enough, as we have seen, but to find that information offered in all sincerity then becomes the material for a gag clearly unsettles some contestants. This may well be why Green uses so much reassuring physical contact. As the whole format, and particularly Green’s idiosyncratic style within it, became more familiar with weekly repetition, people learned what to expect by volunteering to go on the show.  But in the early episodes, this would have been less likely. Since the first show still survives, we can see clearly the extensive work that remained to be done.

3. “DOUBLE YOUR MONEY AND TAKE IT AWAY”​[6]​

There is one instance in this first Double Your Money where Green’s predominance is challenged by a contestant who clearly has had public performance experience of his own. One feature of the show is that married couples are brought onto the stage. Green introduces the “oldest couple here tonight”, clearly hoping for a heartwarming moment. When they are ushered onto the stage, they are initially nervous. Green asks the husband his name. The reply contrasts with that of Alan Harding. Green asks: “what’s your name, sir?” “Walling [pause] John” “John Walling?” “Yes”. John Walling wears a rumpled suit and a collarless shirt: he has clearly been picked as a working class ‘type’. Brought up in the Mile End Road and now living on the Balls Pond Road in east London (place names that raise a laugh from the audience), he has no aspirations to the title ‘Mister’. He does, however, know how to behave on stage whereas Alan Harding did not.

John Walling, born in 1877, the year that Edison introduced the gramophone, brings with him a heritage of live entertainment. He is accompanied by his wife, who remains relatively silent, and this is clearly not the first time on stage for either of them. They possibly had participated in the talent shows and prize contests that flourished in working class cinemas in the depression of the 1930s, as well as in pub-based popular entertainment of the period before mass cinema. At 78 his memory is not that good (he can’t quite recall the name ‘Houdini’), and he sometimes seems a little confused, but he quickly slips into a mode of performance which cuts across Green’s style. Green asks a slightly unfocussed question “what would you like to talk about tonight?” (rather than asking outright what subject they wanted questions on). Walling replies “I don’t know that I can talk about much now” a reply that is filled with the regret of ageing but also hints at a much more garrulous past. Green does not notice this and ploughs on, offering subjects: “Babies… would you like to have babies?”. Mrs Walling laughs and shakes her head but her husband senses an opportunity for some humour here: “I wouldn’t mind having babies if my wife would go out to work”. 

This remark is offered to initiate a form of banter. Walling’s whole physical demeanour (from his smile to angle of his body to the audience) shows he is proposing an improvised comic dialogue of a kind he has probably enjoyed throughout his adult life. His wife looks at him expectantly, hoping that he would once again prove that he has the gift of the gab. Walling has the humour of the come-back, rooted in particular working class cultures of relatively settled work cultures where co-workers were familiar with each other. It is a style that eases relations and encourages tolerance because it implies an equal exchange. It is a showy yet empathetic skill: the best at it are the most observant and aware of their interlocutors. It is very different from the predominant stage tradition of the funny man and straight man (like Morecambe and Wise) or the asides-to-the-audience style of Green.
 
But Hughie Green is not about to play straight man to a veteran amateur. He quickly tries to defuse the exchange by steering it towards an exceptionally weak gag. But John Walling reasserts his style at the end of his segment, clearly delighted that Green will give him £6 despite his failing to answer the £8 question​[7]​. Amid applause, he immediately shakes Green’s hand and kisses wife. Green then kisses her too as Walling gives wave and then bows to the audience. Mrs Walling also waves to the audience. As the applause continues, an assistant comes out with the money and attempts to guide them off the state. Walling is not done. “Gawd bless you” he says to Green, laughs and turns to the audience for a final triumphant wave and the line “Thank you everybody”. It remains a moment of finely judged performance, and cutaways to the audience (the only examples in the show) confirm that it has been appreciated. 

Green’s behaviour during this extended farewell borders on the hysterical. He kisses Mrs Walling and cries out “luverly” in a mock-cockney accent. As the Wallings linger on the stage he tries to attract attention by executing a little dance that recalls the popular ‘Lambeth Walk’ from the era of the Second World War (more than a decade before), ending with a cry of ‘oi’. He is consciously evoking the stereotype of the east-ender, attempting to pull back the evident sincerity of the Wallings’ performance into the light and neutral entertainment format that was to become his trademark. 

Green’s behaviour at this point is significant because he is trying to deal with a challenge to his fundamental assumptions about the nature of his kind of television light entertainment. Green wants a non-engaging engagement with the ordinary people who appear one after another to play Double Your Money. His format intends that viewers should know the contestants well enough for a simple emotional involvement with their successes and failures, but not enough to become interested in them as individuals. This would slow down the progress of the show, and distract from its real human centre: its presenter. Hughie Green and the show are the stars, and the contestants are their material. 

The Wallings present a different conception of light entertainment, one that is at once older and more modern. They are unique in this episode. The other contestants could be seen as performing inadequately or well enough according to the assumptions of Green’s format. John Walling slips into an established stage style of bantering humour: that is what he does… or once did. It is clear enough that he does not propose to challenge Green’s position as the host. He does, however, offer something different to the simple answering of questions that is expected of Green’s guests. He offers an act, a ‘turn’ in music hall terms, which is his five minutes of fame. It is enough to derail the show, and at this point Green is unable to allow that to happen. Green’s format and his own style demands amateurs, the people who, in Goffman’s terms have learned “enough pieces of expression to be able to ‘fill in’ and manage, more or less, any part that he is likely to be given”​[8]​. Green works on that “more or less”, skilfully exploiting every hesitation and awkwardness to elicit a performance of ordinariness and honesty that would seem adequately sincere. Green’s aim was a generic or generalised impression of an individual as a social type, sincerely performed. In the early days of television, as in the early days of radio broadcasting, such a generalisation was probably necessary as the specifics of any individual – from accent to dress to gesture – might well provoke feelings of strangeness and lack of recognition for many members of the audience, confronted for the first time by an individual whose like they had not previously encountered in real life. A certain level of generalisation was therefore necessary in the early days of TV, and Green was ideally equipped to provide it. A feeling for the generality of humanity was the basis of his populism. There are many tales of his distain for individual fans, swearing at them if they approached him in a public place. His populism embraced humanity in general but not in the specific.​[9]​, As the show developed, the routine became more polished, supported by the fact that every contestant was familiar with the format and their expected role. In this first edition, of course, there was little or no familiarity amongst the contestants with what was expected of them. 

So Green was clearly unsettled when John Walling offered him a performance style which asked Green to collaborate in an improvised cross-talk act. In the opening show, this was a most unwelcome development. Walling was a slightly unpredictable performer as there are indications that his age was affecting his memory and reactions. Possibly he might also have veered into the ‘knowingness’ of music hall double entendres​[10]​, thus presenting an unwanted censorship problem for this new television channel. But the key point is that Wallings style was cutting across the considerable work that Green was undertaking in establishing the style of Double Your Money and his own populist role as presenter. The success he had in establishing this format and presenterly style become clear almost a decade later. In 1964, he did allow a contestant, Monica Rose, to exchange banter with him for several minutes, upsetting the show’s format entirely. Monica Rose was even invited back and became a comic foil to Green with her cheeky quick-witted but non-sequitur humour and ability to reinforce Green’s corny humour and self-mockery​[11]​. This happened only at the show’s heyday. Things were different for the first show of the format; moreover John Walling, though a ‘cockney’, was not a diminutive sixteen year old teenage girl.

4. CONCLUSION: QUESTIONS OF METHOD
 
This first edition of Double Your Money shows the many levels of adjustment that were needed in Britain to produce a distinctively televisual form of performance. Green’s performance ideal is demotic, superficially intimate and dominated by a high level of inconsequential or phatic exchange. However, he encounters problems on many levels with achieving this kind of performance. He has problems with his studio audience (the anti-Arsenal boos) as well as with his contestants. His contestants need guidance on how to stand on stage, how to handle the double address to audience and interlocutor. Contestants do not know what style of exchange to engage in, whether it is a conversation despite the audience or a performance for an audience. They therefore are unsure about how to adjust the normal forms of social intercourse to this new format, beginning with the basic problem of naming in a class-aware society. There is also a delicate and unverbalised negotiation about physical intimacy: Green’s tactile style goes well beyond what was accepted in everyday life, and is also more marked than that of his fellow gameshow presenter Michael Miles. Finally, there is the inheritance of existing public performance styles, some of which fit uneasily into the new performative regime that Green is trying to usher into being. It is, however, not a straightforward task. 

The process of developing of forms of performance appropriate to television can probably be observed right across the early years of the medium. However, few examples remain from many TV systems, including that of Britain. The first Double Your Money show demonstrates the risks involved in a live show built around the performances of non-professionals, members of the public. It also shows the enduring value of even the most inconsequential examples of television entertainment in uncovering aspects of social interaction and social history.  My means of doing this is one of connecting fleeting instances of verbal and physical interaction with a wide range of knowledges derived from both my contemporary experience of such texts in their moment of original transmission, and a series of historical and theoretical understandings. It is essentially a form of inductive reading. It applies the insights of Andrew Tolson’s book Media Talk​[12]​, extending his interest in contemporary “ordinary talk” in radio and television back to the beginnings of broadcast television. It combines this with an emphasis on the physical self-performance that is derived from Goffman. My method also involves a knowledge of archaic conversational conventions derived from the work of novelists from Henry Green to Angela Carter​[13]​, correlated with my occasional recognition of a turn of phrase or a stock phrase that was used by people I have known from previous generations. It adds a knowledge of the history of music hall styles derived from watching films and listening to old radio broadcasts​[14]​, combined with the work of writers such as Jackie Bratten and Peter Bailey​[15]​. To these are added the occasional references to popular entertainments in the work of TS Eliot and Samuel Beckett which, unlike works of popular culture, are sometimes contextualised by scholarly footnotes. This is a necessarily interdisciplinary method which makes use of non-scholarly sources and the treacherous resources of memory.
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